Abstract: Don DeLillo reimagines the Kennedy assassination in Libra. Nicholas Branch, a retired senior analyst for the CIA, has been hired on contract to write a definitive account of the events at Dealey Plaza on November 22, 1963. In the process, Branch subsumes the role of museum curator; he meticulously combs through the received records in order to challenge accepted versions of "history." As the novel's character-ascurator, Branch examines, positions, interprets, and displays the artefacts at hand to outline the numerous plots swirling around the assassination. This paper will demonstrate how DeLillo, through Branch, reimagines the space of the novel, transforming it into a museum display that challenges the Warren Commission's "Single-Bullet Theory" as well as its "Lone-Gunman Theory," to instead suggest the possible presence of multiple shooters. As the novel's character-as-curator, Branch meticulously places the objects on display and leaves it to the reader to decide which view to adopt or accept. to challenging all-encompassing grand narratives, it is the presence of the museum curator that is vital to the creation of its heterogeneous nature. The museum curator collects, positions, and promotes the artefacts on display to undermine a single authoritative perspective.
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"objects" on display in order to achieve a more representative history of the Kennedy assassination.
Libra is a novel that, at its outset, features three disparate narratives that eventually come together through the presence of Branch as the novel's curator. Branch is not a historian in the modern sense as he is unable to organize the overwhelming nature of the historical record in any coherent or singular narrative. He tells us that " [e] verything is here" (DeLillo 181), and the historical "facts" offered by the CIA range from baptismal records and report cards to postoperative x-rays and photos of knotted string. Branch feels that all this data belongs; he is careful, meticulous, and studies everything, for "he is in too deep to be selective" (DeLillo 59). His approach, like that of the curator, is marked by inclusion, structure, and display.
DeLillo himself proclaimed that "the novel [is] a 'refuge' for the facts, a space where they can be collected and displayed but not interpreted" (Herbert 291 ), and we should not be surprised that a connection exists between Libra and curatorial studies. The novel, like the contemporary museum space, is "performative, open-ended . . .
[and] politically transformative" (Martinon 3) . It is furthermore expository in the sense that it shows but does not explain. By bridging the temporal gap between past and present, Libra, like the curatorial, "puts forward a constellation of meaning" (Martinon 2 ) that relies on the viewer or audience to make sense of the materials on display.
One of the central reasons why no definitive account of the Kennedy assassination can be gleaned from Libra (apart from its very obvious nature of being a fiction) is because no "absolute correspondence [exists] between the structure of events and the organization [al] structure of [Branch's] 
account" (Wilcox 344). While it is clear that
Branch "wants a thing to be what it is" (DeLillo 379), such convenient resolutions are simply unattainable. Part of this is because the CIA's treatment of the Kennedy historical record, as Shannon Herbert writes, "produced an archiving imperative that treats the collection of facts as a reflexive response to an event without establishing a proper method for processing the facts" (290) . 2 The novel thus exposes the archaeological materials but does not exhibit them; rather, it is "viewer-centered: the [reader] makes it experiential and participatory" (Martinon 2).
We first meet Branch on page fourteen: he is sitting in "the book-filled room," the room of "documents . . . of theories and dreams" (DeLillo 14). In the fifteenth year of his labour, he has been hired on contract to write the secret history of the Kennedy assassination, though the voluminous and expansive nature of the historical record has resulted in many futile attempts. Too many finegrained details, too many coincidences, the "facts" drip with endless 2 What Herbert refers to here relates to Benjamin's analysis of Klee's "Angelus Novus" in "Theses on the Philosophy of History." Benjamin describes "the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past . . . one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it front of his feet" (257). Herbert's point is that no definitive explanation of the assassination has ever been produced. Had Lyndon B. Johnson not declared the case closed in order to pacify the anxieties of the American people, this "archiving imperative" to which Herbert alludes above and, by extension, the contradictory nature of the historical record that resulted from it may not have come into existence. This is not to perpetuate conspiracy theories involving L.B.J. and Oswald as "the fall guy." However, it is because of this "archiving imperative" that the apparent holes in the Warren Commission Report exist. To use Benjamin's words, there is "pile of debris" (258), and, in the case of Libra, it is up to Branch to sort through it. Nora calls the acceleration of history; that is, "an increasingly rapid slippage of the present into the historical past that is gone for good"
(1). Branch, along with the book-filled room, is "growing old" (DeLillo 59), and he is horrified by the weight of the career of paper that surrounds him. Branch's present is rapidly moving into a past that is irrecoverable, not unlike the irrecoverable nature of the "truth" regarding Kennedy's assassination. He has abandoned his retired life to understanding that fateful day in Dallas but has little to nothing substantial written on the matter.
The truth is Branch "hasn't written all that much. He has extensive and overlapping notes-notes in three-foot drifts, all these years of notes. But of actual finished prose, there is precious little" (59). Part of the reason for Branch's inability to write is because the material he is dealing with is marked by ambiguity, error, and political bias. He has devoted the remainder of his life to understanding that moment in Dallas, "the seven seconds that broke the back of the American century" (181), though he has nothing substantial or definitive to say on the matter. The book-filled room eerily resembles the inner workings of a museum space. There are stacks of folders Benjamin, the preserved manner of the objects is meant to "renew the world," yet the "endless fact-rubble of the investigations," the "network of inconsistencies" (300), and the problematic nature of the it is monological and forwards only one particular viewpoint. When we come to Fyodor Dostoevsky, however, we encounter a dialogical or polyphonic method. Given the number of historical artefacts that appear within Libra, it is evident that DeLillo employs a dialogical approach, in which a variety of viewpoints are forwarded but these are neither mediated nor orchestrated to generate a singular viewpoint. Instead, the artefacts that Branch puts on display leave the reader with a multiplicity of views that are often contradictory and remain unresolved. This lack of resolution leaves it to the reader to decide which view to adopt or accept. Branch is unable to discern an overarching grand narrative from the referential facts at hand. While he desires to achieve some empirical understanding of these facts, "I wanna die just like JFK / I wanna die in the USA" his demotion is because he was one of these ground-level employees that ascribed to the CIA's notion that "details were a form of contamination" (21), and it is partially for this reason that he wishes to expose the inner workings of the CIA, to reveal "the secrets that quivered like reptile eggs" (21).
While Everett and Mackey's chief function in Libra is to fulfill the role of conspirator, both men can also be considered a kind of curator.
The narrator tells us that these men were "at work devising a general shape, a life" (DeLillo 50). They would script a gunman "out of ordinary dog-eared paper . . . a name, a face, a bodily frame they might use to extend their fiction into the world" (50). In order to achieve a fake attempt at the President's life, both Everett and 5 We are told elsewhere in Libra that a number of plans to assassinate Castro were currently in the works, ranging from poisoning his cigars, designing cigars with micro-explosives, poison pens, conspiring with other organized crime figures, snipers, and saboteurs.
Pivot 5.1 25
Mackey need a patsy, a slightly clearer image of an individual at the centre of the assassination attempt. This individual will "be trailed, found, possibly killed by the Secret Service, FBI or local police" (50).
They will forge document blanks, photographs, fingerprints, handwriting samples. All these doctored artefacts will be carefully placed so that this "near anonymous" marksman, "with little known history" (50) will surface and disappear throughout the investigation until he is finally charged for shooting at JFK. While I acknowledge that the traditional curator does not forge documents or purposefully mislead the audience, I think it is crucial to point out the type of role history as a defiant communist sympathizer" (227) and, in doing so, assumes a level of curation in the tailoring of his own social nuances.
We are reminded that "Oswald wanted his path to be tracked and his name to be known" (DeLillo 303). As such, Oswald leaves traces of himself to be found through his transparent alter-identity, Hidell.
There are "the homemade documents, the socialist literature, the weapons and false names" (303). Oswald curates himself into this history. After deciding that both he and the fictional Bobby Dupard (Oswald's former cellmate) would attempt to assassinate General Walker, Oswald had his wife, Marina, snap a series of photographs of him clutching the rifle he would eventually use to perpetrate the assassination attempt. He is purposefully leading the authorities to the centre of his own plot. As such, I argue that Oswald, like the curator, generates and intentionally places artefacts in such a way to create a certain history. The subject of this history is himself.
Radford, furthering this line of thinking, writes that Oswald should be viewed as a "ritual to be performed using carefully rehearsed artifice, adopting and then discarding a variety of social postures" (234).
The Character-as-Curator and Museum Sensibility
Stephen Bernstein writes that the parallels between Everett's, Mackey's, and Oswald's plottings are actually due to a plot's general impulse to take a life of its own, "to spin out of control" (20). In Libra, the Everett/Mackey/Oswald plots come together independently without needing to be curated. Everett reminds us that "plots carry their own logic. There is a tendency of plots to move toward death Everett is also aware that something more "insidious" is happening,
for he "had a foreboding that the plot would move to a limit, develop Meaning in Libra, like the contemporary museum space, is generated by the reader or viewer. That DeLillo states the answer is located outside of the text makes obvious that the answer resides within the reader. The great thing about the museum is that there is choice: one may follow the curated path or one may skip parts and follow his or her own path willy-nilly. By giving the reader/viewer access to multiple narratives without providing a definitive conclusion, Libra achieves an end similar to that of the contemporary museum space.
Moreover, the function of Libra is not to discover a version of the "truth" concerning the death of President Kennedy because the assassination is a moment in American history that "resists the cohesive power of narrative" (Boxall 133 In Libra, the differing interpretations of fact that arise from the Warren Commission Report strengthen the absence of any one kind of authoritative experience, thus demonstrating the provisionality of historical "truth." In order to "rescue history from its confusions,"
DeLillo employs a character-as-curator, in the form of Nick Branch, who works retrospectively to piece together the infinitesimal traces of the JFK assassination. The marginal facts Branch relies on will not lead him to a permanent history; rather, it will offer a different way of thinking about the assassination that is free from political bias or ambiguity. By utilizing a polyphonic, multiple-viewpoint narrative structure that relies exclusively on archival source material, DeLillo attempts to achieve an alternate version of the "truth" that has been historically misrepresented or simply undiscovered. The key to his desire to restore coherent cause and effect are the artefacts on display in the book-filled room.
Branch employs a "framing" mechanism that is not unlike the kind of display technique derived from the field of museology. As artifactually -through storage and display rather than interpretation" (Herbert 302) . It is the architecture of this room that frames the historical materials encased within it. Branch spends his afternoons slumped in a chair, trying to make sense of the past for the CIA's present contemporary needs. As the novel's character-as-curator, Branch frames the archaeological materials to better understand that fateful day in Dallas, "separating the elements of each crowded second" (DeLillo 15). While Branch never completes his history of the Kennedy assassination, he does achieve something more meaningful:
"he assembles the evidence into a collection, a contemporary cabinet of curiosities" (Herbert 292) . It is for this reason that the architectural design of the book-filled room is so important. It is a space where the evidence can be collected and displayed. Michaela Giebelhausen argues that the architectural design of a museum space "is the museum: it is precisely the architectural configuration that gives the museum meaning" (42; emphasis in original). On one level, the spatial qualities of DeLillo's text determine the configuration of meaning-making within Libra. On a secondary level, however, the space and configurations of the book-filled room determine "the viewing conditions both conceptually and physically" (Giebelhausen 42 ). The book-filled room not only frames the archeological materials but also shapes our reading experience, much in the way that a museum display frames a visitor's viewing experience.
A major difference should be noted, however, between the structural qualities of Branch's room and a typical museum space, in that "the architecture of a museum . . . unfold[s] along a processional In this sense, and because the book-filled room is a private space, the reader enacts the role of viewer/visitor in Libra. Just as no two individuals go through an exhibition in exactly the same way, Libra envisions a typical and/or ideal "viewer" to whom the book-filled room is tailored. Such an ideal "visitor" to DeLillo's text "is one who would be ideologically and culturally at home" with the artefacts on display, "politically comfortable with the information that is presented" (Lindauer 204 7 While a number of the academics and theorists consulted have raised the following point, I believe it is necessary and crucial to touch on it once again. In DeCurtis's landmark interview with DeLillo, the interviewer asked whether or not the author could invent a novel such 6 "In the morning I headed west along Main Street, turned left onto Elm and pressed my hand against the horn. I kept it there as I drove past the School Book Depository, through Dealey Plaza and beneath the triple underpass. I kept blowing the horn all along Stemmons Freeway and out past Parkland Hospital. At Love Field I turned in the car" (DeLillo, Americana 377). 7 "It ran continuously, a man in his forties in a suit and tie, and all the sets were showing slow motion now, riding in a car with his confident wife, and the footage took on a sense of elegy, running ever slower, running down, a sense of greatness really, the car's regal gleam and the murder of some figure out of dimmest lore -a greatness, a kingliness, the terrible mist of tissue and skull, so massively slow, on Elm Street, and they for something to eat and went to the loft, where they played cards for a couple of hours and did not talk about Zapruder" (DeLillo, Underworld 496). Maybe it invented me. Certainly, when it happened, I was not a fully formed writer; I had only published some short stories in small quarterlies. As I was working on Libra, it occurred to me that a lot of tendencies in my first eight novels seemed to be collecting around the dark center of the assassination. So 912-25. Print.
